go                THE   TIME   OF   MY  LIFE
We cast off in a dripping fog, inched our way down the river.
Guided by the hoarse bellow of a revenue cutter's siren, we made
Tybee light and deep water: next morning in clear weather we
turned on full speed and fetched up three days later in a bay on
Andros Island. The Silver Heels, a big two-mast schooner, was
anchored in the bay; Captain O'Brien and General Nunez were
on board with a large number of Cuban recruits. In the schooner's
hold were many tons of supplies for the Cuban army. When
these were transferred to the Dauntless we set our course for
Matanzas.
The coast was clear when we glided silently into Matanzas Bay
and over to a little bight where we were to find a detail from the
Cuban army in waiting. The lights of the city at the head of the
bay were so plainly visible that one of the crew, who lived there,
could identify the streets.
The night was very dark. As we crept slowly up to the beach,
murmuring voices and an answered signal, the telegraphed letters
si, made by striking them on a stone, set the stage for action. The
first Cuban soldier to conie aboard gave us startling news. The
battleship Maine had been blown up two days before while lying
in Havana harbour. Hundreds of sailors had been lost; rioting
was under way in the city and spreading throughout the island.
War between the United States and Spain was imminent; in fact,
there were rumours that it had already been declared.
We had scarcely begun unloading when a small ship pulled out
from Matanzas, which by her lights was soon identified as a
Spanish gunboat. She veered off to the opposite side of the bay,
chugging along at slow speed, evidently on patrol; she passed the
bight not more than a mile distant.
When the gunboat had disappeared outside the bay we worked
furiously for an hour or so, then discovered that she was returning.
Moreover, she was coming back on our side. She would probably
swing into the bight; if she came close to the beach we would
be trapped. In that event we knew we could expect no quarter;
even if war had been declared we were not in uniform, we be-
longed to no regular military establishment. To be caught red-
handed so soon after having practically defied the Spanish Govern-
ment would have been disastrous.
Captain O'Brien watched her a moment closely, then ordered
die anchor line paid out until there was sufficient length to reach
the beach, chopped it off, had the free end taken ashore and tied